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The San Joaquin Kit Fox: Where are they? 
 
By Laura Burkholder 
 
The San Joaquin kit fox, a charismatic federally and state protected fox, is a native to 
this area yet presents wildlife biologists and other conservationists with a challenge in 
ensuring its recovery. This issue is quite relevant to the Lab and its community, as this 
area is both native habitat for this fox and is faced with balancing human development 
with species recovery. The federal recovery plan for this species recommends actions 
to encourage owners of large land tracts within the San Joaquin Valley to cooperate 
with recovery efforts. Due to the fragmentation of private and public lands in the Valley, 
voluntary cooperative management is seen as the only strategy that would significantly 
improve the overall habitat for the kit fox. 
 
Distribution and Conservation 
The San Joaquin kit fox inhabits grasslands and scrublands and was once widespread 
throughout most of the San Joaquin Valley. With the significant reduction and 
fragmentation of these habitats, the current range of the kit fox is largely reduced, and 
its distribution is sparse in the northern portion of its range, an area that includes Site 
300. Although Site 300 provides highly suitable habitat and abundant ground squirrel 
prey for the kit fox, there are no known observations of this species onsite. However, 
historic populations may have occurred at Site 300. Prior to the 1930’s the San Joaquin 
kit fox occurred in the San Joaquin Valley from Southern Kern County to eastern Contra 
Costa and Stanislaus County. By 1930, the kit fox range was reduced by more than half 
as a result of agricultural use, industry, and urban development. The largest remaining 
portions of its range occur in the southern and western parts of the San Joaquin Valley. 
Kit foxes are now very rare and have suffered significant population declines in other 
parts of their historic range.  
 
The San Joaquin kit fox is listed as a federally endangered (1967) and state threatened 
(1971) species, providing it with federal and state protection under the Endangered 
Species Act. In addition to habitat encroachment and fragmentation, threats to kit foxes 
also include competition and predation from other species such as the red fox 
(nonnative), coyote, domestic dog, bobcat and large raptors. 
 
Natural History 
The San Joaquin kit fox is a small brown to grayish fox with long legs and large ears. It 
is the smallest member of the Canid family (dogs, wolves, and foxes) in North America, 
standing about 9 to 12 inches tall and weighing about 5 pounds. 
 
These foxes are active year-round and are mostly nocturnal, but can be seen during the 
day. Kit foxes use dens for reproduction (pupping) and protection. They dig their own 
dens or modify burrows of other species like badgers, ground squirrels, and coyotes. 
They may also den in human-made structures such as culverts or drainpipes small 
enough to keep out coyotes. Active dens are often littered with prey remains, droppings, 
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or fresh tracks. One fox uses several dens throughout the year, which may be a method 
to avoid their predators.  
 
Kit fox can breed at 1 year old. Mating occurs between December and March and litters 
of 2 to 6 pups are born about 48 to 52 days later. The pups begin to disperse from their 
parents in another 5 or 6 months in late summer. On occasion, one or more of the pups 
will stay with their parents through the year and help raise the next litter. Kit foxes in the 
southern portion of their range eat mostly kangaroo rats, pocket mice and other 
nocturnal rodents while those in the northern part eat primarily ground squirrels.  
 
Kit fox at Site 300? 
Is it possible that the small fox you briefly glimpsed flitting through the adjacent 
grasslands near Site 300 was a rare sighting of the San Joaquin kit fox? LLNL wildlife 
biologists have conducted surveys for this species at Site 300 since the early 1980’s. In 
the 1980’s and early 1990’s kit foxes were observed in several areas near Site 300 
including Carnegie New Town and the Altamont Pass area. The closest documented 
location was within 2 miles north of Site 300. Surveys conducted by LLNL wildlife 
biologists in the 1980’s found several potential kit fox dens at Site 300, suggesting the 
occasional use of the site by kit foxes for denning and foraging, but providing no direct 
evidence. So while the San Joaquin kit fox has not been positively documented at Site 
300, the potential for its occurrence onsite certainly exists. Because of low numbers, the 
kit fox can be difficult to detect in their northern range. LLNL wildlife biologists remain 
committed to protecting San Joaquin kit fox habitat and will continue searching for this 
unique species at Site 300, for the kit fox just may turn up onsite someday. 
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